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Immigrating To America
By Andrew Christensen
To get the proper backdrop for this article, let me quote a
few statements from the introduction of an outstanding book
on immigration to America, sponsored by the Rebild Society
and written by Kristian Hvidt, the Chi'ef Librarian of the
Danish Parlimentary Library :
"In the course of the fifty years preceeding the outbreak
of World War I in 1914, well over 300,000 Danes left their
homeland to become immigrants; ninety percent of them
settled in the U.S.A. The illuminating facts stated in human
terms show that our grand and great-grandparents saw every
tenth one of their countrymen leave their land - usually for
good."
I was born in Denmark in 1899 and raised on a family
farm . There is much to be said in favor of being raised on a
family farm; it was a family and not a profit-oriented enterprise. There was just no money, but poverty was also
unknown . I was eleven years old before I. had a piece of
ready-made clothing, and in that year, I also had my first pair
of leather shoes.
I mention these circumstances surrounding my bringing-up
because 1. do not feel there was much difference in the bringing-up I had in Denmark and the bringing-up an American
boy had on a family farm in the middle west from 1900 until
1915. There was b'ut little formal schooling, but it produced
healthy minds and strong bodies.
At age fourteen, however, a big difference made its
appearance : A Danish farm youth was supposed to leave his
home at that age and choose his career. My oldest brother
went to sea, and I was apprenticed out to learn the grocery
business . For three years, I worked from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. in
the store and delivered groceries to customers. From eight to
ten in the evening, I went to school and attended a three-year
commercial course . On Saturdays we kept the store open
until eleven p.m. I received room and board but no salary.
Later on as an experienced clerk, I was put on a small salary.
My teenage years were full of hard work and no compensation . It was the same, however, for everybody else of my age.
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There were too many people and too few jobs, and it was
that way all over Europe. The population explosion that took
place in Europe from 1860 to the outbreak of World War I
was the real reason for the mass movement of people across
the Atlantic . It reached its zenith in the first ten years of the
twentieth century , when a million immigrants set foot on
American soil each year.
The magnitude of this chapter, this event in the history of
man, has not so far received the exposure in history and
literature that it should have and hopefully will get. It is a
positive event - full of drama, courage, tenacity, and willingness to shoulder one's brother's burdens in man's
striving for a fuller and nobler life. The negative events on
man's road to a better world, like World War I and 11, are
getting our primary attention at present.
I shall now ask you to go with me and retrace my
experiences of my immigration to America .
We regress the time period to June, 1920, and we move to
a city in Denmark having a population of 16,000.
A co-worker and I are on strike duty picketing our place of
employment.
The health of our young minds was displayed here : we
were discussing who would pay for the loss of production
occasioned by the strike. Our thoughts drifted towards the
land of the free, symbolized by the Statue of Liberty. Neither
of us knew much about America, except that it had a
President instead of a King and that gold had been found in
California.
Freedom was the idea which enticed me; and being of a
very impulsive nature, I hopped on my bicycle the next day
and pedalled my way to a nearby town where I knew an
American Embassy was located. I had to find out if I could
emigrate right away; and if so, how to go about it.
I found it was possible. I had to produce a sponsoring
family that would receive me, and I had to state I was a
farmer. Both demands I could meet; so, bicycling back, I took
inventory of what I wanted to take along and when I wanted
to leave. My intention at that time was to come back to
Denmark after a two-year stay.
The following weekend, I bicycled home to my folks and
informed them about my plans. I also had to find out if my
dad could lend me the money for the ticket plus a hundred
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dollars to get started on. Assured of this, I went to get my
passport and a ticket on the Red Star Line out of
Southampton by way of London .
My next move was to prepare myself to cope with my
complete ignorance of the English language. I found an
English tutor who used the Berlitz method of instruction . I
contracted for three hours of instruction per week, an hour
every other day. I also purchased a book, "Fifty Hours of
English". It was divided into such chapters as "What You
Need to Know Traveling on Trains", staying at a hotel,
seeking employment and so forth .
I quit my job a week before I had to leave, so that I could
spend the last week with my parents. A brother and two
sisters arranged to come home two days before I left and to
go to the boat to see me off. My mother sewed a money belt
for me. It fit snugly around my body inside my underwear,
and it had a pocket in it for the $100 I had along.
Time passed quickly. Soon I was standing on the boat. I
saw the landing plank being pulled up, the tying ropes thrown
aboard, the propeller started churning and, imperceptibly, the
distance between the wharf and the boat widened . The bow
was turned toward the ocean. Everybody ran toward the stern
to hold in focus the wharf and the people there waving to us.
On the port side I saw the island and the town where my
oldest brother went to navigation school and received his
master's license. It suddenly dawned on me that I did not
have any skill or profession that I could depend upon for a
living in an English-speaking country. Well, it wasn't serious. I
just might have to start from the bottom again .
When the pilot left the boat, the water was very turbulent,
and I sta ·ted to get seasick. The voyage to England was a
horrible experience. For 28 hours I was so seasick I wouldn't
have cared if they had thrown me overboard. Fortunately
even the worst of days come to an end . When we tied up at a
wharf on the Thames estuary, I hurried ashore and made for a
pub or saloon a few feet away. I ordered a bottle of beer and
drank it rather fast. It took the bartender, however, some time
to make up his mind how much of my Danish money he had
to have. All of a sudden, looking at the money, I thought of
my hundred dollars in my money belt. I had folded my belt
with the money in it and put it under my pillow in my bunk
bed. Down to the boat and my cabin , as fast as possible,
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flashed through my mind . I turned towards the door, but lo
and behold, I couldn't walk a straight line. My empty
stomach and the five percent English beer - Danish beer is
only three and a half percent - were having their effect. I
was for all practical purposes drunk. I made it through the
door, however, and out into the open and down to the boat
and my cabin , where my money belt with the hundred dollars
in it was resting peacefully under my pillow. The cliche'
" Thank God" was never uttered more earnestly than just then .
An agent from the Red Star Line found me and drove me
to a hotel where I was fed and lodged till the next day, when
I was put on a train for Southampton . The trip across the
Atlantic took eight days and was uneventful. Two young
Americans from Ohio, who had been on a trip to the Holy
Land, a Polish Jew, and I occupied our cabin .
The second day out, I had a spell of seasickness. While
walking around the length of the ship, I looked through the
window of the first class dining room . The waiters were busy
setting the tables, which were adorned with flowers and glass
dishes, bulging with all kinds of fruits - oranges, apples and
grapes. My mouth was watering at the thought of eating an
orange, as they were not available third class. I took one
good look at my clothing and decided that no one could tell
me from a first class passenger. I then made my way upstairs
through the second class dining room and up another flight of
stairs to the promenade deck, where the first class dining
room was located . Right in side the French doors, I stopped. A
waiter came, and bowing meekly asked me something. With
the commanding voice of an army general , I said, "Four
oranges, please." I gave myself away when he brought back
on a silver platter four oranges. I said, "How much?" " Oh, no
charge," he said. I grabbed the oranges and tipped him a
Danish crown .
On Ellis Island everything moved automatically, and at the
railroad station, I was put on a train full of immigrants
heading west. I got off in Chicago. I had the address of a
Danish boarding house on 3935 Michigan Avenue. I knew I
was destined for Viborg, South Dakota; but I just wasn't going
on any farm , come what might. I was armored with a map of
Chicago, and I had a hundred dollars in my money belt.
The immigration officials stopped me as I was getting off
the train . They tried to tell me I was going to Viborg, South
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Dakota. I showed them the address of the Danish boarding
house on Michigan Avenue . They called in a couple more
immigration officials. They had a conference but finally with
the admonition 'always ask a policeman' let me go.
I carried my two suitcases into the station where I found a
baggage checking place. I checked my two suitcases and
marched out in search of Michigan Avenue . In my notebook I
put down the name of the station and the name of the street
it was located on , and then I walked in the direction where I
figured according to my map I would run into Michigan
Avenue . To my great encouragement, I did just that.
The f irst Chicagoan who spoke to me was an ill-clad
character who sidled up to me when I was looking into a
restaurant window. Cupping his hands in front of me, he said,
" Got a dime, buddy?"
I started walking and walking looking for 3935 . I had no
idea about the size of Chicago. I noticed , however, that the
number of the buildings kept on getting smaller and smaller.
There were no stop lights in those days. On intersections, a
policeman directed the traffic . I remembered the admonition
given me by the immigration official; therefore , I walked out
to the policeman and showed him the address of the Danish
boarding house. He tried to tell me something; and, when he
found that to be hopeless, he put his hands on my shoulders,
turned me around, and pushed me in the direction from
which I had come . Walking in the new direction for an hour
and keeping an eye on the house numbers, I became aware of
the distance I would have to walk to get to 3935 Michigan
Avenue. I also gained some sense of the size of Chicago.
It was close to noon in the month of August, and it was
hot. I had my winter overcoat over my arm . I passed a
restaurant and decided to get a bite to eat. I had two fried
eggs, about the only item on the menu I understood . While
eating I decided to take a cab. Taxi is an international word ,
and there were many of them on Michigan Avenue.
Arriving at 3935, I cracked a slight smile of victory, paid
the driver and walked into a two-story frame house. I had
expected something like a friendly, if not enthusiastic,
welcome. I addressed the first one I met, saying I had just
arrived from Denmark and would like to find out if I could
get a room and board here. His tart answer was, "I ' ll fetch the
housekeeper." My disappointment deepened as I tried to
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engage a couple of other boarders in conversation . No
success! When the housekeeper arrived , she took me to a
room upstairs and informed me when the meals were served
(breakfast, lunch, and dinner) and the cost per week . I paid
for the first week and decided to go back to the railroad
station for my suitcases.
My map of the city was invaluable. I took a streetcar,
found the station, got my suitcases and boarded a streetcar
back to the boarding house again .
I· was busy that evening unpacking and trying to line up
some strategy to find help in getting employment. The next
day was Sunday. My disappointment with the people I met
continued . They all appeared to cold-shoulder me; and when
they spoke together, they spoke English, which I didn't
understand. Here I committed another blunder: I became
angry. " A mind torn with passion can't think" said John
Dewey. Danish home? What a misnomer! Well , to hell with
them , I thought. I'll take care of myself. I don't need them .
Towards evening, though, I met a young man who was
born in Denmark not far from my home. He enlightened me
on the reason why the attitude of the other boarders had
baffled me so. He said, " They are first or second generation
Americans . They understand some Danish , but only what they
have learned from their parents at home. English is their
native language. You are a foreigner; they are at home."
What a lot I had to learn, but I welcomed every opportunity I had to learn more. My friend further advised me to
go to the U .S. free employment office downtown the first
thing Monday morning. The streetcar that had taken me down
to the railroad station I could also use to go to the employment office.
My optimism shot up quite a few degrees, and I eagerly
looked forward to the fortune that awaited me the next day .
Monday morning early, I was on the streetcar. I found the
U.S . employment agency. A pretty girl at the information desk
tried to help me fill in some needed information, but with a
sympathetic smile, she shook her head . I couldn't understand
her, and I couldn't give her the needed information .
I took a good look down the big hall. It was divided into
enclosures, and on a blackboard on the outside it stated what
kind of jobs were handled on the inside. I walked into the
enclosure where it said 'kitchen, hotel' . I knew what that
meant.
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Two young boys, clad in working clothes (overalls, I
believe), were sitting on the bench . I made quite a contrast in
my blue serge suit, white shirt and silk necktie. In a few
minutes, a well-groomed gentleman entered. Looking at the
three of us, he addressed me. I said "Yes, Sir". He said some
more, and I said, "Yes, Sir". Now he really commenced
talking. I decided to come clean and said, "I am sorry, I don't
understand English". He laughed out loud, slapped me on my
shoulder and said, "I'll take this fellow." He then took me
over to the desk and had something filled out. Every so often
he would look at me and say, "Swedish girl." I went with him
to a large lunch room, where he introduced me to a statelylooking Swedish red head. She was from the northern part of
Sweden, and we could no more understand one another than
if she had spoken German or Italian. I felt, however, I could
learn anything she wanted to teach me.
I was to be a bus boy. I would get $20 per week working
six days from 8 to 5, and I would get my meals. I had that job
six months. I had found an evening .school right away only
two blocks from the Danish home, where they had English
instruction free for foreigners . I enjoyed that class. We
learned not only English but also the structure of our government, the Declaration of Independence, Lincoln's Gettysburg
Address and something of American literature. I was quite
conversant in English after six month's time.
In six month's time, I was transformed from a Dane to a
Danish-American . I have remained that way ever since. I am
thoroughly convinced of the health and viability of the immigrant culture. An immigrant is a person who has a divided
love of the cultures of two nations. I hope and believe that
those qualities will proliferate in the future all over the world .
When I was in Denmark two years ago, I talked to a friend
of mine. He confided in me and said, "We are not Danes in
the old sense of the word; we are Danish-Europeans." There
you have it, the pattern of the future. The ultimate mission of
our beloved U .S.A ., of our Declaration of Independence, that
great human document, must be to change the conflict of
nations into a symphony of nationalities; nothing less is
worthy of America .
In Chicago, an active cultural life was available to me. We
had three Lutheran churches , a great theatrical organization
headed by a great actor and instructor who had had his own
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troupe in Denmark . We put on a play and a revue each year.
We always played for the benefit of some organization: the
Danish old people's home, the two singing societies and the
Danish aid and relief society.
With very successful plays, we would be asked to repeat a
performance, which , one year, we did three places in
Chicago, and then on invitation traveled to Racine,
Wisconsin , and played to a full house.
We also had a soccer ball team , a gym team, and a folk
dance team .
In our young people's society, we had many questions up
for debate and clarification, one of which I remember so
well : When does an immigrant become an American? Many
enlightening and incisive and interesting answers came forth .
The concensus of the meeting was, however, unanimous : not
until one can say 'land where my father died' is he an
American .
I shall conclude this article with a poem which expresses
the hopes and aspirations for U.S.A . by this Danish-American :
The Foundation of our Nation -

a Dream.

In the clearing by the seashore
Man was pondering his dream :
In this new found land
With its limitless expansion
Stretching out beyond the ken of man .
Who shall sow and
Who shall reap the harvest?
Who shall follow and
Who shall lead the people?
Not just the red man or the white man
Or the yellow or the black man .
But the man whose only craving$
Is to function in creation
So that each may come to full fruition
As the Master builder long ago ordained :
Little flower as precious as mighty tree.
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